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Abstract
New technologies are challenging the traditional view of teaching and learning in higher
education. Students also are asking for teaching and learning approaches that allow them
greater flexibility in when, where and how they learn. Responses to these new imperatives
must, however, be grounded by a commitment to quality teaching and learning outcomes for
students.
This paper is based on an ongoing teaching and learning project to develop a quality
assurance package for online delivery of units across the Law Faculty at QUT. The paper
critically evaluates criteria for assessing unit suitability for online delivery; guidelines for
differing bands (full/partial) for online delivery of units; and duty statements for online unit
coordinators. The process is grounded in educational theory; for example, Laurillard’s
principled approach to mediating student learning using technology (1993), and Ramsden’s
work on effective teaching in higher education (1992). The project represents a considered
move by the Faculty to ensure decisions to adopt online delivery will be addressed in a
systematic, coherent and pedagogically sound manner.
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Introduction
New technologies are challenging the traditional view of teaching and learning in higher education.
Students also are asking for teaching and learning approaches that allow them greater flexibility in when,
where and how they learn. Responses to these new imperatives must, however, be grounded by a
commitment to quality teaching and learning outcomes for students.
Ramsden argues that ‘the aim of teaching is simple: it is to make student learning possible’ (1992; p. 5).
Ramsden’s argument focuses more on teachers as facilitators of student learning rather than as simple
providers of information. Online teaching certainly facilitates learning opportunities for students as it
provides improved access to education and aims directly at the goal of making student learning possible.
Moreover, if approached in a manner consistent with the theoretical approach to teaching argued by
Ramsden (1992) and Laurillard (1993), then online teaching can support wider desires to align student
learning with lecturer expectations.
The assumption that the primary aim of teaching is to make student learning possible
leads to the contention that each and every teaching action, and every operation to
evaluate or improve teaching, should be judged against the simple criterion of whether it
can reasonably be expected to lead to the kind of student learning which is desired by
lecturers.
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(Ramsden, 1992; p. 5)
The challenge for higher education is that online teaching cannot be embraced uncritically. Decisions to
adopt a full or partial online approach for particular units need to be made following a careful assessment
of the pedagogical imperatives of the decision-making process. Without a careful approach the teacher
faces the danger of online teaching falling into ‘teaching as telling or transmission’ or ‘teaching as
organising student activity’ as compared to ‘teaching as making learning possible’ (Ramsden, 1992;
pp. 111–115). In practical terms an ad hoc approach to making such decisions will fail to gain the
acceptance required from the students seeking to learn and the teachers attempting to inspire a deeper level
of learning. In the long term, ‘Online teaching, if perceived as an ‘add-on’ in curriculum, is unlikely to be
seen as an appropriate area for students to invest learning time. However, if built into the curriculum there
is better opportunity for developing learning experiences.’ (Hanley & Marshall, 2000, p. 119)
The issue becomes one of finding the balance between embracing new technologies while maintaining
focus on a pedagogically sound approach to student learning. It is important that universities recognise the
value of new approaches to teaching and new technology and, as Laurillard argues, ‘must be able to evolve
and adapt to new conditions while preserving the traditional high standards of an academic education.’
(1993, p. 256)
This paper will first look at the QUT context for online teaching and, in particular, the School of Justice
Studies experience. The paper will then explore the potential for developing criteria for deciding how
online teaching can be integrated into the delivery of particular units or courses. The paper will then
examine the question of how online teaching impacts on academic workloads, and consequently the
maintaining of a quality learning environment. This paper is based on an ongoing teaching and learning
project to develop a quality assurance package for online delivery of units across the Law Faculty at QUT.
The project represents a considered move by the Faculty to ensure decisions to adopt online delivery will
be addressed in a systematic, coherent and sound manner with a focus on quality teaching and learning.
The QUT context
While it can be argued that QUT is well advanced in its delivery of online teaching from a technology
perspective, we are still learning about maintaining a pedagogically sound approach to integrating the
online environment into our teaching. Much of the early focus on online teaching at QUT was on the
provision of information with little attention given to the development of online teaching as a theoretically
informed teaching methodology. In this environment pedagogy becomes ad hoc, focused to at least some
degree on the difficulties inherent in the process of implementing a new technology. According to
Laurillard (1993, p. 227), ‘by its nature, new technology easily supports a fragmented, informational view
of knowledge, and an action-oriented approach to education, and is therefore in danger of promulgating
only that.’
The School of Justice Studies experience reflects many of the problems that faced academics when the
development and maintenance of online teaching sites became a requirement at QUT. At the time (1999–
2000) only limited support was given to unit coordinators who found themselves under pressure to develop
an effective online site with a base level of information while at the same time updating, developing or
delivering the same units in a face-to-face environment. The result of this type of approach is that in the
same way Hanley and Marshall (2000, p. 119) are rightly concerned that online teaching will not be
effective if ‘perceived as an ‘add-on’ in curriculum’ by students; when it is considered as an add-on by
academic staff it will be similarly ineffective.
Taking a more positive perspective, since those early days QUT has made the fundamental move from
dealing with the process of embracing a new technology to critically evaluating how it can be integrated
into student learning in a sustainable way. QUT’s framework for teaching provides three bands to identify
differing levels for the integration of online teaching:
Band 1: Students in Band 1 units have online access to basic information about the unit, such as the
Unit Outline, timetables, reading lists, and staff details.
Band 2: In Band 2, students have access to a range of materials to support their learning activities,
which are integrated with and complement more traditional teaching and learning activities. For
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example, students may participate in online discussions on issues developing from regular on-campus
meetings. Students can also use online teaching sites to access material held in the Library's Course
Materials Database (CMD), such as copyright material, past exams and course notes.
Band 3: Units in Band 3 may be conducted entirely online. Students access a wide range of information
and resources, and use online communication technologies to communicate with staff and fellow-
students. (QUT, 2003a)
Although a positive move forward, the banding system remains primarily concerned with the delivery of
material and services to students as opposed to the use of online teaching as a teaching methodology. In
Band 1 reference is made to ‘online access to basic information’ (QUT, 2003a). Band 2 takes a further step
to incorporate more mechanisms for contact between students and between students and teachers. Band 3
moves to offer units completely online but still focuses on providing ‘access to a wide range of information
and resources’ (QUT, 2003a).
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More recently a review of online teaching in QUT examined the current status of online teaching delivery
and offered a range of recommendations. (QUT, 2003b) What is clear in these recommendations is that the
focus at QUT on online teaching has shifted inexorably to the questions of appropriate pedagogy and
maintenance of standards. Within this report there was still concern evident that there needs to be ‘a
minimum standard for what should be available for each unit and how this base level information is
presented.’ (QUT, 2003b) However, the key recommendations dealt with the need for ‘the University
develop a whole of learning approach to the integration of online with on campus’ and ‘a comprehensive
strategy for evaluating student learning outcomes from their whole learning experience (including online
pedagogy)’ (QUT, 2003b). The project upon which this paper is based forms part of the Faculty of Law’s
response to the desire to more fully integrate online teaching into a quality teaching and learning strategy at
QUT.
The next section of this paper examines the potential for developing criteria for assessing the suitability of
units for online delivery. In particular, the section will examine the potential levels for the integration of
online delivery.
Developing criteria for assessing units
It would be wrong to leave a negative impression of the process of integration of the online environment
into teaching in higher education. There are a number of enduring positives in maintaining an online
teaching site for all units being offered. An online teaching site can provide access to large amounts of
information consistently for all students in a way that is not economically possible in the traditional
external mode or indeed in the face-to-face mode. The online site can provide links to readings, study
guides, online full-text journals and relevant sites as well as to other material. The online site can also
provide access to students to development courses for skills that are basic to engaging with the online
learning environment, for example, word processing skills. It can also provide an avenue for
communication between students themselves and between students and teachers. For the committed and
interested teacher the online site can also provide an opportunity for new readings and other material to be
identified and made available throughout the teaching period. The issue remains, however, as to the extent
it is appropriate to integrate the online environment outside the facilitated provision of information into our
teaching as it relates to particular units and courses.
According to Oliver (2000, p. 157), ‘technology-supported learning environments offer many opportunities
for both teachers and learners’. Oliver (2000, pp. 157–158) identifies these opportunities as:
· flexible modes of content presentation and delivery;
· situated and contextualised presentation of content and information;
· the provision of a myriad of information sources providing many wide and diverse perspectives on
content and information;
· interactive and engaging learning settings;
· communicative elements to support the independent learner;
· collaboration, communication and cooperation between learners; and
· place and time independence for learning.
All these opportunities represent significant advantages in today’s learning environment. However, the
extent to which these opportunities could or should be exploited in an online environment and the relative
plus or minus equation relating to the level of that integration is less clear.
How, then, do we decide the extent to which we integrate online teaching into our practice as it relates to
particular units and courses? This paper identifies four key areas for consideration when making this
decision: the nature of the student body; the level of study; the nature of the unit material; and the nature of
assessment required to meet unit and course objectives. Using the opportunities of technology identified by
Oliver (2000, pp. 157–158) it is possible to begin to identify how these four key areas for consideration can
be developed into a criteria matrix to guide teachers in deciding the extent to which integration of the
online teaching environment is appropriate in particular units. It is important to note that the discussion
below reflects the preliminary ‘work in progress’ nature of the project at this stage. Connections between
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the four key characteristics impacting on the suitability of units for online teaching and Oliver’s
opportunities for teachers and learners will be further explored as the project progresses.
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In terms of the nature of the student body, consideration must be given to geographic location of students.
Are they local to the university and able to attend face-to-face sessions? Some degrees are offered only by
universities outside a student’s state of origin. In such circumstances students may be restricted by
economic and family circumstances from attending the course on campus and some form of off-campus
study may be the only option. Similarly, at postgraduate level the nature of a student’s work may impact on
their ability to attend face-to-face sessions. Where a large number of students have English as a second
language the online teaching environment may also provide greater opportunity to digest unit material at
their own pace than is offered in a face-to-face lecture environment. Similarly, where cultural issues
impede a student’s comfort in learning in a face-to-face environment, a fully online environment may be
less threatening though potentially more isolating. The nature of the student body incorporates many of the
opportunities of technology recognised by Oliver. For example, in relation to ‘communicative elements to
support the independent learner’ the online teaching environment offers support for learners through
discussion forums, chat rooms and email as well as guidance on potential sources for research. (Oliver,
2000, pp. 157–158)
The level of study similarly impacts directly on the level of integration of online teaching into units and
courses. For first-year students, for example, coming as they often do from a secondary environment where
there is a significant level of face-to-face contact and a very teacher-guided learning environment, offering
units completely online may not provide the best introduction of expectations of students at tertiary level.
By contrast, at the postgraduate level offering a unit online may offer significant learning opportunities to
students seeking a higher level of understanding of issues. Issues related to the level of study address a
number of Oliver’s opportunities in technology. For example, with regard to ‘flexible modes of content
presentation and delivery’ the online environment offers video streaming of lectures, online discussion
forums and real-time chat rooms that do not require student availability in normal teaching hours (Oliver,
2000, pp. 157–158).
In many cases the nature of the unit material may be readily supported in the online environment. This
might be the case where a unit is heavily research based and where issues can be appropriately discussed in
an online discussion forum or in a chat room environment. Often the online environment offers more
opportunities for students to contribute in a considered manner in contrast to a face-to-face seminar
situation where contribution is restricted by the student’s ability to attend and confidence in speaking up or
volunteering answers to questions. Conversely some material may not sit well in the online environment
and be better suited to a more focused face-to-face method of delivery; that is, it may require a more
dynamic discursive environment of immediate response and exchange. Again the nature of the unit material
addresses opportunities identified by Oliver. For example, with regard to ‘the provision of a myriad of
information sources providing many wide and diverse perspectives on content and information’ the
opportunities for providing information and differing perspectives in the online environment are limited
only by the ability of the learner to access and digest the material made available through links, readings,
online discussions and other sources. (Oliver, 2000, pp. 157–158)
The nature of assessment required to meet unit or course objectives can also impact on the suitability of
units for online delivery. In its more extreme form it is clear that units requiring a significant amount of
access to physical resources for assessment may not be suitable for a full online delivery, although
integration of at least some online resources will still be possible. Examples of this would be in science
where laboratory activity may be required. The nature of assessment is strongly related to opportunities
identified by Oliver. For example, in relation to ‘collaboration, communication and cooperation between
learners’ the online environment allows for considerable cooperation and collaboration for learners
preparing assessment in a group context that doesn’t require face-to-face contact (Oliver, 2000,
pp. 157–158).
Using the above criteria and linking them to the QUT banding model it is possible to develop a model to
guide the decision-making process. The following table represents a work in progress and is not intended as
a final exposition of a criteria-based approach to integrating the online environment into teaching.
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Band One Band Two Band Three
Nature of student body Immediate post-secondary
Mature-age students (with
low IT skills)
English as second
language
External
Interstate
Working shifts
English as a second
language
Mature-age students
Level of study First-year undergraduate
Core compulsory units
(undergraduate)
Honours level
Second-year
undergraduate and above
Postgraduate
Third-year undergraduate
and above
Nature of unit material Requiring physical
demonstration
Requiring interactive group
discussion
Balance of material
Requiring interactive group
discussion
Primarily written
Requiring interactive group
discussion
Nature of assessment Physical resources
Experiments
Oral communication
Interactive assessment
Group assessment
Physical resources
Experiments
Balance of written and oral
assessment
Research papers
Written assessment
Online exam only
Group assessment
What is clear from examination of this table is that the decision as to what level you integrate online
teaching into a course is not cut and dried. The same characteristic can exist in band one and band two for
example. One characteristic may lead you to establishing a unit of Band 1 while another characteristic in
the same unit may argue for the unit to be established for Band 2 or 3. A balanced approach needs to be
taken recognising that in a given situation one criteria may weigh more heavily on the decision making
process.
Ultimately the decision to integrate online teaching in a unit or course needs to be made on a case by case
basis with a focus on student learning and teacher expectations. ‘It is neither fruitful nor useful if the
various forms of teaching are not seen by the students to be in their best interests and if teachers’
expectations are not in accord with those of the students’ (Campbell-Gibson, 2000, p. 157).
Once the decision is made to integrate online teaching at a particular level there needs to be a system of
continuous review to ensure the decision remains appropriate. Within QUT, feedback from students
suggests that online teaching suffers from the same variations of quality that emerge in full face-to-face
teaching. At QUT, ‘students compared individual lecturer’s proactive, interactive approach with others who
fail to develop or maintain sites and indicated a strong level of dissatisfaction with the variability.’ (QUT,
2003b, p. 13).
To maintain quality in online teaching a rigorous system of student evaluation that is appropriate for the
online environment is necessary. A greater recognition of the value of online teaching is also required. It is
insufficient to use the online environment as a bolt on to face-to-face teaching. Instead, it must be fully
integrated and the workload associated with teaching online recognised by the University.
The following section introduces the issue of how online teaching impacts on teaching workloads.
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How does OLT impact on workload?
There is considerable uncertainty and disagreement about how online teaching impacts on teachers’
workloads. For many of those teachers immersed in the face-to-face environment online is often seen as an
unwelcome intruder and a teaching methodology embraced by those not seriously committed to teaching
and seeking to ease their workloads. In short, for these teachers online teaching is seen as easy. For those
who have embraced online teaching and have faced the challenges of online chat rooms, discussion forums
and technology failures, online teaching is understood to be an, at times, onerous task, by no means easy
and certainly not to be undertaken to reduce your workload.
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This fundamental disagreement flows through most discussions of teaching workloads related to online
teaching. In reality little has been done to address the flow and effects in the online environment. Teachers
are still faced with maintaining sites as an add-on to their workload or having to argue the validity of their
approach to teaching and the extent of their workloads. Recently, QUT began to address the issue, asking
‘how will workload allocations reflect the move to an integrated, interactive online learning environment?’
(QUT, 2003, p. 15). At this point, the question has been asked but the answer has not been found.
Conclusion
The process of integrating online teaching into the higher education environment remains a complex issue.
Like all teaching approaches it requires personal choice on the part of teachers based on an appropriate
theoretical approach that ‘locates our practice in a social context’ (Brookfield, 1995, p. 188). For online
teaching to be fully integrated into the higher education environment it must be embraced by teachers and
students because ultimately, as argued by Ramsden (1992, p. 269), ‘there can be no excellent teaching or
learning unless teachers and learners delight in what they are doing.’
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